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ASSESSMENT IN AMERICAN HIGHER EDUCATION:

AN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

“Does. the outcome (of a college education) bear the impress of a clear,

consistent and val id purpose? [oes the thing prove as education to have
been warth while?* (Flexner, 1908)

"How and to what exent ({s) a student's mind changed by contact with an

educational program. - (Haggerty, 1937)

“1s college worth while? Are colleges really training people both_to
live and to make a 1iving?... How much - do colleges teach and s*udents

That fades away? That might have been replaced with better teaching,

better mater{als?" (Pace, 1941)

Questions similar to these are Béiﬁg asked today, as iﬁéy have been

asked before, to instigate assessments regarding different aspects of the

college experfence. Students, colleges; and technology have changed. but the
questions have not.
What can we gain by examining the history of assessment in higher

education? The major reason s to improve the quality of our thinking, to

sharpen the questions being addressed. We can also borrow and fmprove on

methods that have been developed and tried previously, providing us with a

broader context for fnvestigating questions and interpreting results. Since

many of today‘'s questions are not new, we can profit from examining the

fnvestigations of the past designed to answer these or Similar questions, and

we can learn from mistakes that have been made in these assessments. Finally,
if we try to determine the impact of past studies, we may better prepare for
and project the impact of studies begun today.

In this paper we will begin with a brief look at terminology in

contemporary use: Although primary focus of the paper will be on the post
Worid War 11 perfod, we will first take a  backward 100k at assessment
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practices in the early years of higher eaucation: We will then exemine studies
organfzed according to particular questions that they have addressed: focused

on either the coilege. the curricuium or the students, as 11lustrated in

Table i. We provide this background as a perspective for consideration of

contemporary {ssues.

Assessment ?erminoioay

new concept or practi : assessment toois and methods have been used for many

years to answer ouestions 1ike those posed above. about students; proarams;

Before iooking at how assessment procedures have Been used to answer
questions such as those posed eariier. we first neea to define this and other
terms that are often used in this context' test measurement and evaiuation.

Mehrens and tenmann(1984) have provided the foliowing distinction5°

1. Ig;g is the narrowest of the termu, defined as the presentation of a

standard set of questions to be answered

measure characteristics in ways other than By givina tests téfﬁf using

observations rating scaies. etc ). Measurement can refer to both the
score obtained and the process used.

3. Exg_yg;_gi is often defined as the determination of the congruenee

Between performance and obJectives. Sﬁa connotes a professional

3. - can refer to the diagno s of an in ndividual ‘s probiens. or




Some of tnese oefinitions have changed over the years. Assessment is now

often used interchangeabiy with evaluation, measurement or testing. However.
assessm en? has come to be the preFerred term, with respect to educotion in
genera: and postseconoary education in particular. Untii recentiy, assessment
orren nag a legal or business connotation, having to do6 with ijective

appraisau, and did not appear in indices of education BooEs or as a key word

in thé ERIC system reiating to measurement and evaluation. This connotation

may be due the word's Latin derivation from a word meaning to sit beside or

-assist in the office of the Judge (Hartie, isas}, uhich refers to the

can be made by someone eise. The seeming objectivity of the data gathered \

aiong Wrrh the separation of data collection from value judgements appear to

be the pbasis Tor the preferred usage of this term.

Assessment practices in the early years of American Higher Education

-—

Higher education since the founding of the first oiiege (Harvar&) in 1636. At

that time and during the next century, coiieges were modeied after those of

were assessed by orai recitations, were knowiedge of Greek and Latin

iiterature and 1anguages. There was a common expectation as to what students

were supposed to gain from a coiiege education through a common curricuium in

ciassicai 1anguages; 1iterature, and mathematics; There were also common

examinations, in which aii students were examined fn the same way on the same

topics (Harris, 1986). The examinations were public events where officiais

“ I
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such as the governor came to hear the recitations and to ceiebrate what the

students had achieved Students were ranked pubiiciy at graduation, and it was

not Uﬁtil 1828 cRudoxph 1902} that this ranking was based on achievement

5 one, and was not heav11v weighted bv Judgments of character.

botn during the year and at commencement was disputations. Two students were

asSigned a thes:s (a statement of universai trutﬁ) to argue. proVing thrOugh

deduction the vaiidity of the thesis. An exampie of & thesis from 1769 was

“Human reason aione does ot suffice to expiain how the true reiigion ﬁas

ciass but the truths they had Been taught (p. 30).
Changes in American Higher Education

Goiieges changed dramaticaiiy during the 1800 S, especiaiiy in the last

half of the century. With a rapid increase and interest in scientific

information. teaching became more specialized. tectures began to replace
written materials. As the Curricuium began to cﬁange and expand there was
soon little agreement as to what courses comprised a coiiege education. Eiting

a need for variety. and not uniformity of educationai products; Eiiot

1ntroduced the elective systen at Harvard in 186’ (Rudoiph i962)

there was a push to estaBiisﬁ land- grant coiieges for the democracy.
tBrubacher & Rudy. i976) FoiioW1ng the estabiishment of femaie seminaries in

1826 and 1828 the first women ' s col]eges were founded in the South in 1836
and 1838; and Oberlin Coilege inaugurated coeducation in 1837, The first
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B1aek co1seges were founded in 1849 and 1851 (Bruﬁacﬁer ¢ Rudy. 1976)
By the early 1900 s there were more technical colleges, 1an6-grant

colleges, and more women and Blacks enrolled in hiéhér education programs. The

Carnegie Commission reported that 36ring this time the proportion of the

co’lege-ége popu.atwon enro11ed in co11ege grew from 1ess than 1 percent 1n

1873 to 4 percent in 1900i to 20 péercent of whites ané 15 bercént of
nonwhites ir 1335 (ﬁithéy; 19713,

Darwng thvs time of change. peop]e were alreaay 1ook1ng at what was

wrong with the co?leges. As early as 1827, fnquiries began at Yale eoncerning
/5 2%
reform ef the ee]lege curricu3um cu1m1nating in the Ya1e Report of 49?8’ This

ﬁmervcu kRuoo1ph 195,,, befenavng the notion that the m1nd 1s a receptacle
and a musc1e waitinq to be tra1ned the report gave a convxncing argument to
Eeep co]leges as the; were. Because of the Iong reaching é't*'ts of th1s
report ‘he Americar eelsege curriculur remafned a]most unehangea until after

the €1s1? Wars _
In contrast to the resistance to reform at Yale, the president of Brown,

Francis Wayland. presented a critique of the coi?’gxate system and urged

curricular reform ?;8&2 . His argument revo]vea around the costs of financing

co11eges. He crftuc.zed co11eges for not meeting the néeds of thé §Bb1icf and

argued that 1n order to 1nduce men to pursue a co11egiate course;* the

attend and pay for the1r co11ege education. reducing the pr1ce of tuition ana

1ncreaswng ava11aBIe funds for sa1ar1es and buildings (Ruao1ph 1962)

Althc Jgh best known for his 1913 critique of medical education, Flexner

previous1y raised the euest!on of what s nrOng with the co]leges' 1n Ihg

3‘\ !
LI-\

. (1908) His “assessmant- was Based on his own

experiences as headmaster of a preparatory schéél; as well as on visits to
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several coﬂeges. eonversations with teachers at all types of scﬁoo?s and

compar'lsons with European un1Vers1t1es. He ana1yzed the e&ucationa1 process

from the preparation of students in secondary sehoo1 to the émiétiaﬁ ’6? a

bacea1aureate degree and questioned whether this process was worthwhﬂe.

curricu1um was “chaotic; " He recdiiiiienaea a way out througﬁ reassertion of

the pri’drity of « coHeges on undergraduate rather than graduate education.
Assessment Since World War IT

In order to 100k at the role of assessment in American higher educat {on,

we have ehosen to focus on the more recent period which foﬂowed Wor1d War H*

The most dramatic changés have occurred {n postsecondary education in the
period since Wor]d War 11, with respect to tﬁe numbers and types of stijdents.
Beg1n1ng mth the returning war veterans. peop]e of 1ncreas1ng1y diverse

ab111t1t1es and preparation began to attend ceHege. Where coHeges once

controlled the quath of their graduates by the peopie they admitted and used
to be defmed by the skills peop1e needed before they were admitted now
procedures ehanged &ramaticaﬂy as students with diverse skiﬂs were being

.adm'ltted to Open adm'lssions coHeges.

s. we have chosen to organ1ze major assessment studies acé6rdin§ to

[}
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the uestions used to 1nstigate the assessment, hiéhii'ﬁhtinﬁ some of the
‘ian&nark" studies as shown in Table 1. Thess questions focus on the

curriculum, the students, or the colleges.

Perhaps the most interesting studies are those that involved the

curriculum and the achievement of the goals of a general educat ion, These
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for competence in the general f1e1d of know1ege. and tb p1ace stuaents in an

easier relatfonshfp wfth the1r 1nstructor. There was aIso the be11ef as

Harris has phrased 1tf tﬁat “someone other than the cook should taste the

p’U’d’dfn'g" (Hamg; 19’86)’ uaweveri this procedure Ted to undue reliance on

aBandoned.

When Basfe €o11ege of Mic igan State Unfversity was created in the 1946

an examfner s office headed by Pau1 9resse1* was estab]fshed to uork with

fac“]ty in DPeDarfng examinatfons for Basfc C611ege courses; ?Pace* 1983)’

required three terms of work ‘ required twe sessions of twc hours each—

covered a wide range of ab111t1es (rather than recall of factua1 knowlege) and

ine]uaed materfa1 from genera1 areas not actua]ly 1nc1uded iﬁ course

materials. There were several purposes to this testfng program, 1nc1ud1ng'

1. Tb recagnize 1nd1v1dua} dffferences 1n students and to a11ow them to
progress at varylng rates 1r aeeordance with these differences.

2. To encourage—the retention and 1ntegratfon of knowledge accumylated
over a perfod of three terms.

3. Tb p1ace emphasfs on obaectfve evfdenee of achfevement rather thar on

4. To rep]ace the varyfng and occasfona1ly high1y subjeetfve Judgements

of many dffferent instructors by one uniform system of gradfng a11

tudents.

s
5. To 1mprove the qua11ty ef examinatfons by assfgning the task of
constructfng examinat1ons to 1nterested and aua]fffed 1nd1viduals who

are g1ven adequate time for the Job. (Dresse1 1949 ps 8)

The separation of grading from {nstruction resulted in some negative
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veactfons, particu1ar1y fer faeulty who fe1t their prestfge. Bawer. and

Some ef the earliest studies asked “who should go to co11ege. “how

should tﬁey Be se1ected ° and what shou1d co11eges de for students?* These

questions were addressed in the extensive study by Learned and Wood (1938)

For a1most a decade (beginning in 1915) these 1nvestigators studied the

re1at1ens of h1gher and secondary educat1on 1n the Pennsy1van1a. Wfth a v1ew

1nd1vidua1s (p x1) The first part of the study presented information on

bacca1aureate mind) and the second part deals wfth the backgreund of students

as they leave ﬁfgh school and proceed to co11ege. The stuay is attributed as a
Tandmark 1n the giv1ng up the reliance on the system of 6arneg1e un1ts of h1gh

schoo1 study whfch had been introduced in 1908 as a way uf spec1fy1ng

—

acm1ss1en reQuirements for - co11ege (Jessup. 1937} Aiese uthors cr1t1cized ,

the 1aea of time spent 1nstead of measur1ng what stuaents Enew on entering

college. Instead, they argued that there should be less emphasis upon unit-
érééits and more efiphasis on tﬁe atta1nments and growth cf ind1v1dua1

students.

“the physica1 wor]d - the soc1a1 wer1d ana “western civilization® ) to

thousands of students; and extensive1y analyzed the results. In d1scu551ng

the1r cene1usfens. the authors presented a p1an for schoo]fng organ1zed for

se1f- eéecat1on* which would require a new design in which prov1s1en for the

recogn1t1on of cumulative progress 1n knowlege measured comparaBIy and

M\\ w
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comorehensiveiy Was éiiaﬁéiy recommended. They encouraged gathering

better connections between students and facuity, and coiieges. Measurement of

knowiedge was stressed 1 repeatediy as a means for recognizing proqress. The

authors described a faiiure to provide further education for higr schooi
students who couid profit By it and recommended new enswers to the GHEStion
of who shouid go to coiiege hOW financiai aid should be given. and who should
teach

The question of who should go to college was also addressed by the

commission appoi: -ed by President Truman in 1946 to re- examine the American
higher education sys*em (President 3 Commission on Higher Education* 1947)

their report on defining the responsibilities of coiieges and universities.
they addressed the 1ncreasing numbers of Americans desiring higher education
for themseives or their cﬁiidren. The commission proposed that every American

shouid be enabied and encouraged to carry ﬁis education formai and in?ormai

unicss its nembers are freemen* and men are not free where ignorance

prevatls,” (p.101). Consequently, the commission urged all barriers to
educationai ooportutnity to be aboiished immEdiateiy (Brubacher & Rudy. 1976)

The commission proJected that coiiege enroliments wouid douBie. estimating
that at least 49 percent of the population had the abiiity to compiete 14
years of SLhooiing, and at least 32 percent cf the popuiation had the abiiity
to completed an advanced 11beral or specialilzed profesionai educ . Free
pubiic education was to be extended to include two years of coiiegei

initiating the estabiishment of community coiieges.

What is the nature of the sty

16



In add1tron to 1ook1ng at the ga1ns in know]edge and ach1evement o? thé

des1red outcomes oF a general education, researcher also looked at the nature

of the college experience and its effect on the personal, social, and

1nte11ec‘uai deve]ooment of students. The quest1ons asked were: “what haboens

to studentS—' how do they change dur1ng co]]ege, and “"ow can we &eveIoo

-

?Qﬁzy

the1r potent1a1" MaJor 1nvest1gators in th1s area have been sanfara (196o),

Fe]dman and Newcomb (1969), and Ast1n (1977)

Sanford viewed co]]eges as institutions for human development and

stud1ed the ways is which students deve]op and change dur1ng the1r col]ege

years, He reoorted on several stud1es done at Vassar college in the 1950° s

and 1dent1F1ed certain asoects of persona11ty that were subJec* to change

between freshman and senior years. Large numbers of <‘emale college freshmen

had been 1nt°"v1ewed as part of a ser1es of Me]]on Foundat1on studies at

Yassar. Us1ng 1nterv1ew data along w1th test scores nd se]f assessme"*sf
significant ga1ns in deve]ooment were found éﬁa a scale was déVéTooéd to
measure these changes. Later Sanford and Axelrod (1879) continued to address
the problem of how students change in ¢ co]]ege. They described the d1vers1ty of
students, and urged for a better fit between students and instititions. nhey

showed how the question of “who should go to coHege which had been studied

ear]xer changed to who should go where and for what and c1ted ext°ns1ve
studies at the Un1vers1ty of Ca11forn1a* Berke]ey on the differant
characteristics of institutions and students at particular institutions.

In PourLfCrwtwca1 Years, Astin (1977) ana]yzed data from the 1arg

aver 266 0060 students and 300 1nst1tut1ons co]lecced over ten years by the
Cooperative Institutional ﬁesearch’ Progr’a'iﬁ (CIRP) of the American Council on

Education. Over 80 outcomes wers measyred, including att1tudes values;

aspirations, oers1s.ence; and ach1evement. Astin stud1ed the af‘e" on thése
11
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outcomes of attendence at different types of coiieges, aiong w1th student

maturation éﬁa development. xﬁ his conciusions he offered severai

recommendations for poiicy and practice, such as striv1ng to get stuaents more

1nvoived finding ways to minimize the number of iow graaes given (such as

moving to a criterion rather than a normative grading system, due to the

negative impact of receiving iow grades on student motivation), and foiiowing

recommendations to reduce attrition.

One of the first peopie to question the vaiue of a coiiege education was
Pace in his study of 951 aiumni of the University of. Hinnesota (1941)
Because of the greater numbers and greater diversity of students attending

coiiege Pace addressed the probiem of whether or not peopie mere benefitting

from the kind of education that colleges offered. He tried to answer the

question is coiiege worthwhiie. by iooking at what peopie are iiEe after

attending colle

students dropping out before combieting a coiiege degree.

should be more effective. that higher education shouid be better organized
with ies e";hasis on specialization within coiieges and that new information

on coiieges and student characteristics shouid be utiiized In response Pace

decided to do a foiiow-up study of a crossisection of : students who had entered
the U"iver51ty of Minnesota from 1924 to 1829, It took more than a year to

deveiop a questionnaire to be used that fiiied a fifty two page bookiet. ﬁore

home and famiiy iif socio- civic affairs, and personal iife. The resuits of
the study indicated that aduits have by and iarge 'faiied to see their own

iives and their contemporary worid as parts of an integratea whole, (p; 125}

12
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The author be]ieves that serfous 1rm1fcat1ons have not yet been fu]]y reaHzed

by co11ege educators or genera]]y provided for 1n the eo]]ege curriculums: In

réthinnknﬁ and restucturinﬁ of ﬁénérai education:
The question of the va1ue of a co11ege education was a1so addressed by

Bowen (1977) He ana1yzed and 1ntegrated many aﬁ‘ferent sources of data to

investigate the question 'Is higher education .today worth the cost,® and

looked at the outcomes resu]tfng from the entire system of American higher

education. He examined 1mpacts of higher education on 1ts Stuaents as

individuals, 1ook1ng at emotional and moral aeve1opment* growth in practical

éaﬁééééﬁééf and views of students and a]umni about the va]ue of thefr

educatfon. Bowen conc]uded that the persona] deve]opment and 1ife enrichment
exceeded the monetary benefits of a college education and that -American

higher education is we]] worth what 1t éa;e;é;e;; (ps 449)

wﬁ,,,., HF,F‘: w;;;’ . ,'i'i,,,

The question of “what's wrong with the ceﬁeéef argse again in the

1960 s. but 1n the context of campus unrest and student activfsm. One maJor

across the country (Bayer & Astin, 1969) They surveyed reoreséntétﬁés at

these institutions, and concluded that popular accounts of the “crisis- at

co11eges was mis]eading. that co]]eges were responaing to student protest in

a meaningfu] way; that these 1nst1tutions were not 1n fact comfng apart it

the 'eams, 55& that aiééeﬁi and 5saie§i were not 1ikeiy to go away in the

Bayer; & Bisont1° 1975) These authors also sﬁéwééé 1ongitud1na1 survey

data, population trends over time, personal interviews, and case studies. They

[l
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were ab1e to theorize as to causes of tne rise of student protest in the iate

1966 s and 1976 s and a]so forcasted its deciine.

In the 1980 s. the guestion “what's wrong W1th coiiege has again

surfaced Three major reports were produced in 1984 and 1985, The first

iﬂgolvem nt in Learning (Study Group on the conditions of Excellence in

American Higher Education. 1984). cited a series of warning signais indicating

that the ouaiity of undergraduate education had declined. Recommendations were
given based on three conditions of excei]ence° st udent involvement; high

expéctations; and assessment and feedback in To

(1984) claimed that few coiiege graduates receivé adequate education in

western cuiture and civi]izationf and that graduates are shortchanged in the

humanities Chiding coiieges for iosing a c]ear sense of the purpose of

education. Bennett offers recommendations to improve the stature of humanities

in higher education. The third report

charged that the bachelor's degree has become virtuaiiy meaningiess, and urged
coiiege and university faculty members to take the lead in restoring

“coherence” to the curricuium.
One response to the questions raised was offered by  Derek Bok ,

President of Harvard who addressed the concerns presented in the éﬁ;éé

education to its counterparts in other countries. Bok conciuded that the

American system has the ¢ -antage of being comp;titi”e decentraiized and

consequentiy, adaptab]e. €1tiﬁ§ éﬁé Fébait§ UPH'"G for reform he urged

to determine student progress toward these goals. The difficulty of measuring

many broad educationai goais wasacknowiedged but Bok insisted that it is

conciuded

14



Skepties will rep]y that education is an inscrutabie process and that

the methods of the social sciences are too failiBle to enabie these

e?forts to proceed very far. Such statements have a self- ?u]fil]ing
quality. To Believe them is to deprive ourselves of the chance ever to
proceed By an inteHigent process of trial and error to imporve the

qua]ity of teaching and learning (0. 64);

Related Areas of Study

studiesf 8 study of the history of asséssment turns up nany more interesting

studies and questions than can Be inc]uded in this™ brief paper. Today s
assessment aetivities have been great]y influenced by the development of

severai different areas: psychoiogicai testing. the establ? shment of the

educatiohai évaiuation and fnstitutiona] , research professions, and of course

by the rapidly changing fie]d of computer technology. It is usefu] to look at

these areas separatéiy' as they relate to events and practices in higher

education For a more complete investigation readers are reFerred to Resniek
(1982 1986) for a -history of testing in higher education to Conrad and
Wilson (1985) and Harc]eroad (19865 for historical accounts of program

evaluation {n higher educationf and to Peterson (1985) and Fincner (1985) for

accounts of the deveiopment of institutionai researeh There are many other

questions studies and researchers not disCUssed in this paper. However it

is now time to turn to the ro]e of assessment in higher education today.
The Present Status of Assessment in Higher Education

Within higher education today, assessment has come to have both narrow
and broad connotations. The narrow connotation refers to determining the

outcomes of a eoliege education using standardized tests such as the ACT- COMP

15
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or GRE exams. The broad def1n1t1on eneompasses many types of measures and
methods used to assess students at several po1nts 1n time, from the t1me they

enter tp the time they exit from an 1nst1tut10n. The term 1s appl1ed both to

1nstit1ut1ons. In the paper prepared for the Amer1can Asspc1at1on of H1gher

d1st1ngu1shed between six separate but overlapp1ng assessment act1v1t1es.

These are:

1. Using mu1t1p1e measures ana observers to track student's intellectual
and personal growth over an extended period of time. -

2.

tate-mandated requivements for evaluating students and/or academic

I w1

Erograms.

3. A shprthand Way 6? ?6EEsih§ 5h the “value added by postsecondary

education and sk1lls)’
4; General standard17ed test1ng (e g: ETS and ACT)
5. A way of maktng de-1s10ns about fund1ng by rewarding 1nst1tut10ns for

6 Heasur1ng changes in student attitudes and values.

It is entirely pdssibie that the same types of data may be gathered and used
for more than one of these activities. Tﬁp eiéeiient Sources pf infprﬁatidn on

stitutions

(1984),

assessment and feedback s 1isted as one of three conditions of excellence.



The recommendatfon is made that assessment and feedback should be regular and

Beriodici and snoui& be used to 1mprove learnfng and increase student -
involvenent, Institutions are cnarﬁéd with not only stating their

expectations and standards but for assessing the degree to which those ends

have been met. Tne authers state:

We believe that assessment cin be used to increase student 1nvolvement

and to clarify expectatfens 1f it is a sfgned to measure 1mbr0vements in
performance and 1f the information so gatherea 1s fed back to students
faculty, and administrators as the basis for makfng chané in

1nd1v1dua1 e?fort program content; and 1nstructfona1 methods (p.22).

Our review of hfstory demenstrates that educators ana researchers for many
years have been concerned with assessment 1ssues. It is now our gas to become

better 1nformed and to learn what we can from the Bagi. in our quest for

answers to today's questions.



Table 1

Assessment Questions in American Higher Education

Quest1ons Source

arriculum Should the curriculum be changed? Yale Report (1928) in

Hofstadter- (1961)
Wayland (1842)

How effective is the curriculum? Committee on Educat1ona1

Research, University of

,Einnesota, (1937, 19#1)

Eckert (1943)

Execut1ve Committee of the

~ Cooperative Study in -
General-Education (1947)

Dresse] (1949)

B‘oem (1950)

tudents Who should go to coi1é§é§ Learned & Wood (1938)

President's Commission on

Higher Education (1947)

What are- the cutcomes of a coTlege ,,,,,,
education? Pace (194])
Eckert (1943)

Feldman & Neﬁcomb (1969)

Astin (1977)

How do students cﬁahgé aurihﬁ college? Sanford (1962 1966)

What is the value of a college education? Bowen (1977)

What is the nature of the student's

experience? Pace (1983)
5iiegé What s wrong w1th the eelleg1ate system? Flexner (igﬁé)
What's causing campus unrest? Bayer & Astin (1969) -

Astin; Asti n,-Bayer; &
Bisconti {1969)

How should higher education be improved? BennettfiiﬁBQ}
Study Group on Condi tions
-of Excellence (1984)
Assor* :tion of American

Coli:ges (1985)
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